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How does Blake convey his feelings 



about the treatment of the poor?

How does Blake convey his feelings about the treatment of the poor in the England of his day?

It is evident, through the reading of his songs, that William Blake had strong views on the injustices that existed in the English society of the time; this includes, what he saw as, the mistreatment of the poor. Blake is able to convey these feelings in his songs through the use of various literary devices, most prominently metaphorical language and irony, but also repetition and strong imagery, as well as structural devices.


In the song of experience London, Blake presents his view of the capital through his depiction of its numerous social problems, which are shown to particularly affect the poor. He makes numerous references to the poor, including the “youthful Harlot”, presumably forced into prostitution through a lack of other means to earn money. Blake’s use of double entendre in the phrase “the Chimney-sweeper’s cry” suggests a degree of irony, as the “cry” could either refer to the sweeper’s shouts ‘advertising’ their services in the street, or their weeping through sadness. In addition, the use of a capital letter in the words “Harlot” and “Chimney-sweeper’s” provides emphasis, showing the importance of these people and their suffering.

In addition to illustrating society’s problems, Blake also indicates what he sees as their causes, including the rigid concept of private ownership, which causes the street and even the Thames, a natural feature, to be “chartered”, the repetition of which acts to provides emphasis. Blake also indicates the hypocrisy of many institutions of the time; the “blackening” of the church represents, through the use of metaphor, the corruption of the religious leaders, whilst the grim image of the “hapless soldier’s sigh” running “in blood down palace walls” indicates wars affecting the lower classes, with the leaders remaining oblivious to the suffering. 

Blake’s views on his society’s treatment of the poor are also evident in both the innocence and of experience versions of The Chimney Sweeper. In the song of innocence, the innocent and naïve nature of the children is illustrated through metaphorical language, with references to “a lamb’s back” and the colour “white”. Blake also employs the use of a double entendre to both depict their youth and exploitation, when it is said that “my tongue, / Could scarcely cry weep weep weep weep”; the word “weep” shows the child unsuccessfully attempting to shout ‘sweep’ to advertise his services, whilst also showing how the exploitation of the sweepers causes unhappiness and sorrow. In addition, the mention of “coffins of black”, although directly referring to the chimneys, metaphorically represents the death of many children while sweeping. 

As with London, Blake indicates a reason for the suffering, again citing, through the use of irony, the hypocrisy of the church as a cause. He describes “an Angel” promising the chimney sweepers that they will “rise upon clouds” to heaven, so long as “all do their duty”. If this is read in an ironic way, Blake can be seen to suggest that all doing “their duty” is unjust, as some duties are more unpleasant than others. Therefore, the angel could represent the hypocrisy of the church, for failing to stop the exploitation of the young sweepers. 

However, whilst Blake may be subtly protesting about the mistreatment of the poor in the song of innocence, the sweeper himself, whose voice is portrayed in the poem, is seen to show acceptance of the situation. In contrast, the corresponding song of experience shows a more direct protest, with the sweepers’ clothes being described as “clothes of death”. The depiction of the church’s hypocrisy is also much clearer, with it being said that “God and his Priest” make “a heaven of our misery”, whilst the sweeper’s parents have deserted their child, in order to go “up to the church to pray.” 

The distinct differences between the mood and tone of these two songs are representative of the divisions between all the corresponding songs of innocence and experience; whereas the songs of innocence are hopeful and have a sense of acceptance, the songs of experience show open objection to injustices, and are a more direct protest by Blake for change. Through these differences, Blake may be emphasising that the mistreatment of the poor continues through their whole lives, as they find themselves unable to improve their status. These songs therefore follow their views from the innocence of childhood, showing naïve acceptance, to the experience of adulthood, showing protest.

· MENTION DIFFERENCES BETWEEN INNOCENCE AND EXPERIENCE – why is that done????? Eh????

· mistreatment of poor continues THROUGHOUT THEIR LIVES so they have time to ‘mature’ their views from acceptance to protest!!

